
3rd Sunday in Lent – Year C 

The problem of ‘Evil & Suffering’ is said to be one of the greatest obstacles 

to faith in God: to the supreme divine being, who is said to be all-loving, 

all-powerful, and supremely good; the ‘I-am-who-I-am’ (Yahweh) of our 

first reading. When we look at the news we are confronted daily – hourly 

– with images and tales of human misery, shrinking economies, rising 

prices, environmental crises, and global unrest. 

It is entirely reasonable to ask,’ Why do bad things happen to good 

and/or innocent people? Why, if God is able to resist and prevent 

suffering, does he allow it to such a terrible extent? Is it that some people 

deserve to suffer more or less than others?’ If the collective philosophies 

and political opinion can’t give us a neatly packaged answer to these 

questions, then Jesus isn’t entirely clear in his answer either. 

Our Gospel today refers to two incidents, which were clearly widely 

known and discussed. When faced with human brutality – the 

suppression of the Jewish people by the Roman Governor Pontius Pilate 

– and the natural disaster of a collapsing building on the bystanders, Jesus 

demonstrates an almost cold detachment. The answers to the problems of 

evil and suffering are not immediate and easily solved, we must look at 

human suffering on a much broader canvas. Part of that wider and 

broader canvas is time – time to take a long look at the situation, and 

perhaps a perspective which takes us out of time itself – into eternity. 

The answer to the (silent) question about human suffering here is a short 

parable – a hypothetical story - that of the fig tree. The fig tree in this 

parable is a familiar Old Testament symbol for Israel (Jeremiah 8:3; 24:1–



10). As the fig tree is given one last season to produce fruit, before it is cut 

down, so too Jesus is giving Israel one final opportunity to bear good 

fruits as evidence of its repentance (Luke 3:8) – despite the brutality of 

human suffering, despite the tragedies which befall us in life, despite the 

trials with which we are faced. The demand to ‘bear fruit’ befitting our 

kind, is independent of the individual and collective circumstances in 

which we find ourselves. It is right and just that we cry out for justice 

when it is denied (the brutality of Pontius Pilate); it is entirely reasonable 

to seek compensation for loses due to mistreatment and neglect. The 

answers to the problems of evil and suffering should not be at the expense 

of our faith. 

The Catholic community in the Ukraine and western Europe are showing 

an adherence to their faith in ways which put most of us to shame. They 

are justly crying out for mercy and justice, but they are also reaching out 

to God in prayer – amidst their suffering. Their bishop in London issued 

a statement on the day the Russians troops invaded: “I ask you to continue 

to hold Ukraine in your prayers so that no more families have to mourn 

the loss of their sons and daughters in this war, both from the Ukrainian 

side and, of course, from the Russian side as well”. There is no call here 

for retribution or revenge, but a measured call for God’s mercy first. 

Lent should be for us like the season of reprieve given to the fig tree, a 

grace period in which we let “the gardener” – Our Lord Jesus Christ - 

cultivate our hearts, uprooting what chokes the divine life in us, 

strengthening us to bear fruits that will last into eternity. We are called to 

do this not when life is calm and peaceful, but in all the circumstances 

which befall us. 



The Parable of the Fig Tree, which forms part of the Gospel of this Third 

Sunday of Lent, reminds us that during this sacred season we are trying 

to produce fruit: the fruits of the spiritual life. St Paul lists these fruits for 

us as being: charity, generosity, joy, gentleness, peace, faithfulness, 

patience, modesty, kindness, self-control, goodness & chastity, which are 

the result of the gifts of the Holy Spirit. Those who are preparing for the 

Sacrament of Confirmation in May will be reflecting on these gifts and 

fruits at this time. All of us, who have received the Holy Spirit in Baptism 

and Confirmation, can bring forth these fruits. During Lent we apply a 

special intensity to the living of the spiritual life, so that we can do now, 

what we should be doing throughout the year. 

God does not owe us a peaceful life; God does not offer us a special 

immunity from the problems of the world. God offers us time – time to 

put things right with his good grace, in his good time. He promises us 

divine resources to help face and overcome the terrible things that can 

happen to us.  


